Aoccdrnig to a rscheearch preorjcet at Cmabrigde Uinervitsy, it deosn't mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in a wrod are, the olny iprmoetnt tihng is taht the frist and lsat ltteer be at the rgiht pclae. The huamn mnid deos not raed erveyr lteter by istlf but the wrod as a wlohe.
The reason you are able to comprehend this sentence easily is that the words are short, they have no prefixes or suffixes, and the language is one you know well. I suspect you are like I am in that you have different speeds of reading dependent upon what you are reading and the style of the writer. When I am copy editing a manuscript, I am prodigiously slow, trying to get full meaning from the writing and also looking for things that my eyes have slipped over. These are things that spell check does not find and are simple mistakes such as substituting ''buy'' for ''by.'' But when I read a medical article, I shift gears, speeding up further; when I read fiction, I have to gear up even more. The newspaper is a whole different thing where I consciously try to push my reading to warp speed. Each speed increase can be done because the words and sentences are less complex, allowing my eyes to skim quicker.
The study of how one reads and comprehends is fascinating. It is assumed that if you have information on how one reads and gains information than you can instruct people on how to write clearly. Rudolf Flesch, Ph.D., has done some extremely insightful work on reading comprehension and on writing to increase comprehension. Professor Flesch points out that when you read a sentence your eyes focus on different points in the sentence. You form a judgment of what the word means at that point and when you get to a major punctuation point, your mind takes a quick break and you sum up what has been said as you make sense out of the writing. Professor Flesch realized that the longer the sentence, the more ideas your brain has to store until the final punctuation, when summation occurs. Longer sentences usually have more ''stuff'' in them, such as prepositional phrases or subordinate clauses. The longer a word is, the more difficult it is to grasp its meaning as the brain takes its summary pause. Prefixes and suffixes also make the eye and mind work harder.
Readability is the key to writing and enjoyable reading. We are all guilty of trying to make something sound more erudite and intellectual than it truly is. We do this by using jargon, eponyms, long obscure words, and writing in the third person. Instead, the goal in writing should be to try to convey information which is concise, clear, and intelligible to the reader. Professor Flesch has developed a formula to evaluate your writing. This gives you a way to slim down writing which has an obesity of thought and verbiage. By counting the words, syllables, and sentences, you can figure the average number of syllables per word and the average number of words in a sentence. By dividing the number of syllables in your words by the number of words in your sentence, you develop a readability score. For those of you who are mathematically challenged like myself or who do not want to take the effort of this exercise, there is a wonderful program available. I will give you the Web site later. You end up with a score which tells you if your work is easy to read or very difficult. Although this may seem simplistic, Dr. Flesch used this as some of the work for his Ph.D. from Columbia University and it has been tested many times.
I have never gone back and consciously decreased the number of syllables in words or shortened the sentences, but it gives me an awareness of what I should do as I am writing. For example, if you have more than two syllables on average in your words or your sentence length is longer than 25 words, the reader gets tired, confused, and bored.
In order to write clearly and concisely you also need to avoid jargon. A group of bright people from the Deloitte Touche Consulting firm realized that there was a great variation in the way companies use words in their formal financial reports. They realized that when a company was in trouble, waffling about making projections, or being just plain mendacious, they used entirely different vocabularies. This included words that are compounded and are not real, such as ''Thought-Ware'' or ''infomediary.'' They would include words that were overused and overlengthened such as strategize, empowerment, or functionality. They would apply technical terms to human activity when trying to sound smart and hip, such as ''let's talk off line.'' Putting words into a nonsense sequence such as ''knowledge capital, scaleable technologies, or component-based'' may sound intelligent at first but truly makes no sense. This phrasing made the hair of the Deloitte people stand on end-as it does mine. They developed a Bull Index which measures the amount of jargon, complex, and obfuscational words that appear in a document. They then combined this with the index developed by Dr. Flesch and developed a Bull Composite Index Score. The score is based on a 0 -10 series with 0 being a document that is almost unreadable and definitely unbearable. This is available as a free download which can scan your word documents and give you a Bull score. It's almost like having your college English writing professor looking over your shoulder. It is definitely a conscience that gives you a poke in the side if you stray into the use of self-indulgent words. The site is: www.dc.com/insights/bullfighter/downloads.asp. If you have trouble with this, their Web site is: bull-fighter@dc.com.
If nothing more, you can have fun with your writing and recognize that a document that says ''We must become proactive and produce a paradigm shift -we need object-oriented empowerment to develop a core competency so we can functionally freeze the opposition'' is full of bull! Lowell D. Lutter, M.D. Editor-in-Chief, Foot & Ankle International
